The Politics of SimCity* Kenneth Kolson,1 National Endowment for the Humanities Years ago, when Robert Caro's magisterial biography of Robert Moses was first published, I remember reading it with mixed emotions. On the one hand, it reinforced every lesson I tried to convey in my course on urban politics. On the other hand, it taught those lessons in a way that was so vivid, and so engaging, that it made my conventional textbooks and lectures seem hopelessly abstract and lifeless. There was only one thing to do: throw out the old texts and make The Power Broker (Caro 1975) the centerpiece of the course. I redesigned everything from scratch.
Recently, one of the students in my course on the history of city planning (offered in the University Honors Program at the University of Maryland at College Park) ambled up after class. "Have you ever played sin city?" I thought I heard him ask. He set me straight-"SimCity"2 he said, enunciating carefully-and then offered a demonstration, during which I was reminded of Caro's book. Here we go again, I though to myself as I purchased the Windows version of the simulation.
SimCity, created by Will Wright, is described in the user's manual as a computer simulation that allows you "to design, manage and maintain the city of your dreams" (Bremer 1989, 6 ). The upgrade, released in 1994, is called SimCity 2000. The point of the simulation is to duplicate, by massive and virtually instantaneous numbers crunching, the real world of urban politics in which land-use decisions are taken. As Paul Starr has put it, the "hidden curriculum" of SimCity is "the management of complex systems based on 'intelligent scanning' of streams of constantly changing information" (Starr 1994, 25 Moreover, there are problems inherent in both versions of the simulation that would be far more difficult to address than any of these, and which may severely limit its pedagogical potential. Of these, I wish to focus on three: SimCity's exaggeration of the role of state planning in urban development; its neglect of one of the most salient features of American urban life-race; and its underestimation of the social-as opposed to the material-dimensions of city life.
State Planning and Private Development
As Schone has put it, "Wright's toy [i.e., SimCity] overstates the importance of urban planners and underplays the role of developers, pressure groups, preservationists, etc." (Schone 1994, 50). The consequence is that SimCity teaches the virtues of state planning.
It is undeniable that growth is more orderly when strict controls are placed on private enterprise. In Europe, the New Towns movement3 has guaranteed the success of certain communities, thus allowing them the luxury of early investment in expensive infrastructure. In France, for example, the national government is regulating the growth of Paris by building and developing a number of new towns, each strategically situated with rail links to the historic center (Hall 1977).
In 1980 
Race and the American City
Mark Schone is surely right to note that the single most curious, and most unrealistic, feature of SimCity is the absence of race and ethnicity, which he attributes to Will Wright's wish to "avoid controversy" (Schone 1994, 50)-a profitable instinct for a capitalist. But the result is that the player for whom rich cultural diversity, the economic equality of the races, and no discernible pattern of residential segregation by race or ethnic group is the sine qua non of utopia would play SimCity in vain. Since the Sims come in only one racial flavor, there can be no map to show the distribution of different races through the city, and no way to correlate race with income; by definition, there can be no race riots among the canned disaster scenarios.5
It is hard to say, however, how seriously the absence of race actually impairs SimCity as a simulator of urban development. Schone asserts that the racial homogeneity of the Sims means that it is impossible to simulate "inner-city decay," which he characterizes as a function of "white flight" exacerbated by "city-hating suburbanites" and Reaganomics, in which "cities didn't matter" (Schone 1994, 50). Maybe. But the hypothesis built into SimCity-in which inner cities can, but will not inevitably, decay-is that when government spends more than it takes in, taxes have to rise, which means that investment declines and the tax base erodes, resulting in increasing joblessness and added pressure on government.
People without choices-meaning people without skills-end up concentrated in those few places where they can afford to dwell; those places become "blighted"-in my version of SimCity, blight appears as a rust-colored smudge that spreads like crabgrass. It's a vicious circle, fully accounted for in SimCity without any reference to race or racism. In this respect, SimCity may be politically incorrect; significantly, Schone observes that at some point in the 1970s causal modeling was abandoned by the planning profession: "they didn't like what the sophisticated models told them" (Schone 1994, 50).
The Social and Material Dimensions of City Life
My hunch is that many professional city planners, and probably many scholars as well, came to urban studies out of an interest in architecture and with more or less well developed aesthetic sensibilities. For most of us, utopian yearnings manifest themselves in visions of buildings-buildings and people (Fishman 1977). A city exists in space, it is three-dimensional, and it is a social work of art. To be sure, Plato is persuasive when he demonstrates that building a city-if only mentally, or linguistically-requires asking about the meaning of justice and the good, and it probably means posing many other questions that probably never would occur to an engineer, or to those city planners, in the tradition of Hippodamos, who are obsessed with physical form. But for most of us, any ideal city we might conjure up in our fevered imaginationEutopia, Amaurote, Erewhon, or Broadacre City-is conceived as a built environment, much more so than as a set of laws or socioeconomic structures.
The power of these architectonic visions is such that we are easily led to believe that judgments about cities, and about whether they are good or bad places to live, are essentially aesthetic. I, for one, would not dispute the assertion that Imperial Rome and Renaissance Florence were beautiful cities. That the former should have produced Caligula, and the latter Savonarola, reminds us that grandeur can mask depravity. To anyone who would suggest that in the post-modern age we have outgrown simple-minded architectural determinism-the "edifice complex" of the City Beautiful movement, for example-I would cite the hoopla of re-
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Of course, it is not always so easy to infer the meaning of these events from architectural evidence-and that is particularly so in the case of ancient or remote civilizations. Nor will it be easy for our descendants to "read" our civilization from our archaeological detritus-styrofoam and all. The point has been made famously, and hilariously, in Motel of the Mysteries (Macaulay 1979).
SimCity, whatever its virtues, reinforces the idea that a city essentially is a physical thing, a built environment where people pursue their private interests, rather than a community formed around a shared conception of the common good. No version of SimCity, no matter how refined, will ever be able to depict Sparta, or to explain why it had no need of walls, let alone represent the medieval city, the virtues of which were largely ethereal, and the physical properties vestigial.8 Mumford, who considered ancient Rome utterly depraved, nevertheless was willing to concede that "when the worst has been said about urban Rome, one further word must be added: to the end men loved her" (Mumford 1961, 238). It is hard to imagine how any computer game, no matter how sophisticated, can hope to teach such lessons. 
